4            THE     DON     FLOWS     HOME
cossacks saw no sign of the enemy. They did not advance
far at a time : without discussing the question, Piotra, and
for that matter all the cossacks, had decided that there was
no point in hurrying to death.
On the fifth day they crossed the river Khoper. A swarm
of midges hung like a muslin curtain over the meadowland ;
their fine, vibrating hum sounded incessantly. They crawled
into the ears and eyes of the horses and the riders. The
horses snorted and shook their heads, the cossacks waved
their arms and incessantly smoked home-grown tobacco.
Gregor was riding at the side of Christonia. They had kept
together since the first day of their departure from Tatarsk.
Anikushka, grown even fatter during the last few weeks and
looking more like a woman than ever, had also attached
himself to them.
The squadron numbered not quite a hundred. Piotra\s
assistant was sergeant-major Latishev, who had married
into a Tatarsk family. Gregor was in charge of a troop. His
cossacks were almost entirely drawn from the lower end of
the village : Christonia, Anikushka, Prokhor Zykov, and
a score of other, younger cossacks. One of the other troops
was commanded by Mitka Korshunov, who had been
promoted to the rank of senior sergeant by general Alfcrov
himself.
Piotra Melekhov and Latishev rode side by side. The
cossacks talked among themselves, occasionally breaking rank
and riding five abreast. Some of them attentively surveyed
the unfamiliar district, the meadowland, with pockmarks
of ponds over it, the green barrier of willows and poplars
in the distance. From their accoutrements it was evident
that they were on a long expedition ; their saddlebags were
packed with clothing and equipment, and their greatcoats
were carefully rolled and strapped at the backs of their
saddles. Every strap of the horses1 harness was well waxed,
and everything was in good repair and drawn tight, A
month previously they had been confident that there was
not going to be a war, but now they rode with a humble
realisation that bloodshed could not be avoided.
They rode past a village with reed-thatched roofs to the
huts. Anikushka pulled some home-made pastry from his
trouser pocket, bit off half of it and chewed away, his*jaws
working like a hare's.